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Irmgard Sinning
Editor of FEBS Letters since 2001Since 2000, Irmi Sinning has been a full professor at the
University of Heidelberg. She has a broad experience, rang-
ing from analytical chemistry to structural biology and bio-
physics. ‘‘I am a problem-driven scientist,’’ she said during
our recent interview. ‘‘My group is interested in studying
protein transport and how it is regulated. We combine diﬀer-
ent methods to understand this process in atomic detail.’’
Irmi edits papers for FEES Letters in the ﬁelds of structural
biology, membrane channels and receptors and protein
expression.
How did you choose science as your career?
It was clear to me, since I was 16 or 17, that biology, chemistry
and music were my main interests. Eventually music became a
(rather neglected) hobby of mine while biology and chemistry
became my career. But I never really decided to become a sci-
entist. It just happened because I always tried to do the things I
wanted to do, and becoming a professor followed logically
from being a post-doc and a group leader. It was a completely
natural development.
Your most highly cited paper is a 1995 JMB publication [1]
This article is still from work during my PhD, but it came out
rather late. It was a re-reﬁnement of the crystal structure of the
photosynthetic reaction center for which my supervisor Hart-
mut Michel received the Nobel Prize in 1988 [2].
What was it like to be in a lab when your supervisor won the No-
bel Prize?
I was doing my PhD at the time and found it very exciting. It
was good for the whole lab, especially us, the students, but it
also had a tendency to interrupt research. It clearly gave me
a greater choice of job opportunities afterwards.
What interests you the most about science?
That it’s never complete! That when you get one result in
science, you end up with ﬁve new questions! And so it goes.
For me, this is one of the most interesting aspects of science.
What I also like is that as a scientist you are free to work
on what you want, as long as you get results and can
get funding. You can’t ﬁnd this sort of freedom in a
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One of our larger topics deals with how the signal recogni-
tion particle (SRP) participates in protein transport. We
started to characterise the GTPases that regulate the SRP
system but we have reached the point where we are tackling
larger and larger complexes. Another research topic concerns
membrane proteins, focussing on G-protein coupled recep-
tors (GPCRs), which are often tricky to purify in the proper
amounts for crystallo-graphic studies. For this topic we
developed a novel expression strategy using transgenic ﬂies
[3]. Expressing GPCRs in the ﬂy eye allowed us to purify
the full-length metabotropic glutamate receptor containing
both the ligand binding domain and the transmembrane do-
main, a ﬁrst.
You expressed this protein in living ﬂy eyes. My question is, can
they still see?
Now, that is interesting, because everybody asks me this. The
ﬁrst part to this answer is that we don’t know. The second part
is that since the ﬂies still eat and reproduce, we don’t care!
Well, let me qualify that. I’m not sure if these ﬂies can see,
but when expressing certain receptor proteins in these trans-
genic ﬂies, the structure of the eye has certainly changed; they
lose their regular architecture.
Have there been any serendipitous events in your career?
It was deﬁnitely important for my career to become a group
leader at the EMBL. It gave me independence at early stage
with full responsibility. After that, I had more opportunities
than if I had gone a more traditional route, for instance by
doing a habilitation, a sort of second thesis to qualify for a
German professorship.
Has being a FEBS Letters editor inﬂuenced the way you do
science?
I think that being an editor helps me to be more self-critical. I
question my own experiments more than before. It also helps
to read manuscripts that are further away from my own focus
of research – and I’ve learned to value a well-written manu-
script. Or would you like me to say something like (laugh-
ing). . .I always dreamed of becoming an editor of FEBS
Letters. . .!
Contact Information
Heidelberg University Biochemistry Center, Heidelberg,
Germany
E-mail address: irmi.sinning@bzh.uni-heidelberg.deReferences
[1] Deisenhofer, J. et al. (1995) J. Mol. Biol. 246 (3), 429–457.
[2] Deisenhofer, J. et al. (1984) J. Mol. Biol. 180 (2), 385–398.
[3] Eroglu, C. et al. (2002) EMBO Reports 3 (5), 491–496.
Interview by Tine Walmaation of European Biochemical Societies.
